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eventually to undermine the classics by extending ever outward and upward the
vernacular systems of education.
This link between the Renaissance and the Reformation embedded them both in
Western education in a peculiarly persistent way. Not only were many of the
humanists fervent reformers and many of the reformers competent scholars, the
curriculum of the schools was infused with a subject matter that was at once classical
and Christian, the pietas litterata.21 Whereas Christianity and early Italian humanism
were not particularly compatible during the fifteenth century, the two came much
closer together in the sixteenth century. Erasmus was the chief spokesman for the view
that classical literature could promote piety. After all, Christian culture had been
based upon Greek culture, and the best of the classical writers expressed moral values
that supported Christian ethics (for example, Homer, Herodotus, Lucian, and
Demosthenes in Greek; and Terence, Vergil, Cicero, Caesar, and Sallust in Latin).
Notwithstanding the scholarly underpinnings of Reformation ideology, one
cannot but be impressed with the tremendous importance of religious creeds. They
acted as rallying centers for the loyalties of men. They gave people prime motives for
living, fighting, and dying. From the educational viewpoint, one of the most striking
aspects of the several religious faiths was their authoritative character. They were held
so confidently because it was widely believed that the religious leaders of each sect had
special insight into the supernatural, beyond which there was no appeal; consequently,
the word of the religious leaders was often taken to be the word of God. From
Surnerian times to the present day the ruler who wished his word to be law has
proclaimed that he ruled by divine right. Another factor was the belief that moral
conduct depended upon religion; a man could not be morally good unless he held
orthodox religious beliefs. Thus it was argued that the moral basis of civilization itself
would crumble if religious dissidents were allowed to argue as they pleased. Most
religious sects were reluctant to tolerate what they considered to be heresy. In these
respects the religious creeds of the Reformation exerted a powerful traditionalizing
impact upon Western education.
At the same time, the Protestant stress on literacy as a means of reading the
Bible led to increased availability of education—a significant aspect of the modernizing
of Western civilization. Along with their insistence upon the Bible as the rule of faith,
Protestants emphasized the necessity for each person to establish the grounds of his
belief by reading the Bible for himself. This meant that all true believers must know
how to read the Bible. The demand for a widespread education thus arose in the early
modern period from religious as well as from political and economic motives. The
conjunction of these motives in the national states of Western Europe and America
gave rise to the conditions out of which a popular education appeared. When this
happened, something new under the sun had been created. Popular education proved
to be an essential ingredient in modern civilization.
It remains true, however, that the fundamental values upon which Reformation
education rested, the dominating conception of the world and of man's destiny in it,
remained closely identified with traditional Christianity. Despite the quarrels between
Protestants and Catholics, neither departed substantially from the medieval conception
21 For an excellent discussion of the pietas litterata, see Bolgar, op. cit., pp. 329-369.

